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An immigrant from Japan who came to Hawaii as a child, Mazie Hirono credits 
her mother’s bravery for inspiring her decades-long political career . “My mother 
decided that she needed to get us all away so that we could have a chance at a 
better life ; [she showed] tremendous courage and risk taking. She showed me 
that one person can make a diff erence. So my path to the U.S. Senate was a 
highly unlikely one, but it also points out not only how one person can make a 
diff erence, but also what a great country the United States is.”1

Mazie Hirono was born in Fukushima, Japan, on November 3, 1947, the 
daughter of Laura Chie Hirono. Laura Hirono left an abusive marriage by 
escaping with her elder son Roy and daughter Mazie aboard a ship bound for 
Hawaii. Th e family lived in a single room in a boarding house, and, at age 
10, Mazie Hirono started working to support the family.2 Hirono became a 
naturalized American citizen in 1959, when Hawaii became a state. She later 
married Leighton Kim Oshima and has one stepchild.

After graduating from Kaimuki High School in Honolulu, she earned a 
psychology degree at the University of Hawaii in Manoa in 1970.3 She became 
active in politics by managing several state legislative campaigns.4 Hirono earned 
a juris doctorate degree from Georgetown University in Washington, DC, in 
1978. She later served as deputy attorney general of Hawaii in the anti-trust 
division and worked in a private legal practice. In 1980 she won a seat in the 
Hawaii state house of representatives, serving until 1994, when she was elected 
lieutenant governor. Hirono lost a close race for governor in 2002.5

In 2006 Hirono entered the Democratic primary to succeed Representative 
Ed Case of Hawaii, who had announced his bid for a seat in the U.S. Senate. 
Th e district—one of two in Hawaii—included parts of Oahu outside Honolulu 
and the rest of the Hawaiian Islands ; the constituency had a large Asian 
population (28 percent) and had only ever elected Democrats.6 With wide name 
recognition and the backing of national women’s rights organizations, Hirono 
campaigned on her work in education, land reform, and workers’ compensation, 
winning the primary with 22 percent of the vote against nine other contenders.7 
In the general election, she won 61 percent of the vote. She garnered majorities 
of 70 percent or more in the next two elections.8 

Joining a new Democratic majority in the 110th Congress (2007–2009), 
Hirono served on the Education and Labor Committee and the Transportation 
and Infrastructure Committee, staying with both throughout her House career. 
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She also served briefly on the Small Business and the  
Ethics Committees and the Democratic Steering and 
Policy Committee.9

In the House, Hirono introduced the Native Hawaiian 
Government Reorganization Act, which sought recognition 
for a Native-Hawaiian government, similar to those of 
Native Americans on the mainland. 10 The bill passed the 
House, but died in the Senate.11 Hirono also pursued 
legislation to help low-income Native Hawaiians purchase 
homes.12 She advocated for early childhood instruction, 
introducing the Providing Resources Early for Kids 
(PRE-K) Act to provide grants to states to hire more 
qualified educators, to buy supplies, and for nutrition 
funding for preschools.13 She championed growing 
American tourism by introducing the bipartisan  
VISIT USA Act.14 

In 2011, when Senator Daniel Akaka announced 
his retirement, Hirono entered the primary to succeed 
him, winning with 57 percent of the vote against former 
Representative Case.15 Running on her efforts to protect 
Social Security and investments in early childhood education 
and alternative energy, Hirono won 62 percent of the vote in 
the general election against Republican Linda Lingle.16 

Hirono received seats on the Senate Armed Services, 
Judiciary, and Veterans’ Affairs Committees in the 113th 
Congress (2013–2015). As the only immigrant serving in 
the Senate, Hirono threw herself into drafting the Senate’s 
2013 comprehensive immigration reform legislation, 
successfully including 11 amendments and prioritizing 
family unity.17 

During the 114th Congress (2015–2017), Hirono 
became Ranking Member on the Armed Services 
Committee’s Seapower Subcommittee. She left the 
Judiciary Committee and took seats on the Intelligence, 
Small Business and Entrepreneurship, and Energy and 
Natural Resources Committee—where she served as 
Ranking Member on the Water and Power Subcommittee. 
In the 115th Congress (2017–2019), she served as Ranking 
Member on the National Park Subcommittee. Hirono also 
moved from the Select Committee on Intelligence back to 
the Judiciary Committee.18 
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